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CHAPTER    V

SIR   RUFUS

THE new Minister's first preoccupation was necessarily with
his constituency, for in those days by the onerous and
costly provisions of an antiquated Statute of Queen Anne,
since wisely repealed, it was obligatory upon any Member of
Parliament accepting an office of profit under the Crown to resign
his seat and seek re-election.

Sir Rufus had little cause to anticipate defeat in spite of the
smallness of his last majority, for he was personally popular in
Reading and there were many electors who not only felt that
it was unjust that he should be so soon put to the labour and
expense of a further contest for such inadequate reasons, but also
that his preferment to ministerial rank did honour to the town
which he represented. This attitude of mind was felicitously
expressed in an official letter from the Mayor, in which he wrote :

Will you permit me? as the Chief Magistrate of Reading, to offer
you, on my own behalf and on behalf of the inhabitants of the Borough,
heartiest congratulations upon the honour which His Majesty the
King has been pleased to confer upon you by appointing you to the high
office of Solicitor-General.

I know that my fellow-townsmen, whatever their political opinions
may be, will rejoice to know that such an honour has been conferred
upon you and will, one and all, sincerely wish you well.

But the Conservative Central Office was not in a mood to
allow any by-election to go by default, especially if it held out any
prospect of the defeat of a Minister, however junior, and Major
Renton was still in the field and ready for a fight. Preparations
in the town accordingly went forward vigorously on both sides,
and Sir Rufus was actually addressing a ward meeting of his
supporters in the early stages of his campaign when the news
was brought to him that local Conservative opinion had prevailed
over pressure from headquarters and that it had been decided to
abandon opposition to his return. He had been careful in the very
brief election address which he had circulated to emphasize the
personal aspect of the position, and he had given strict instructions
that none of the virulently controversial posters current at the
time were to be displayed. He was thus able both to smooth in
advance the path of those Tories who wanted to give him a walk-